Abstract. Beginning with the Flood story from ancient
gods. Tired of their subordinate position, the Igigi rebelled. Summoned by Enlil, the gods consulted together to decide on a solution. Enki/Ea, god of arts and crafts, spoke with understanding of the rebellious Igigi. In his wisdom, he suggested that mankind be created to replace them. Accordingly, man was made from a mixture of clay and blood from one of the rebellious Igigi. Man having been created, harmony seemed assured. This first part of the creation story justifies the presence of man on the earth. Man, being a creature, is a direct result of the will of the gods and is involved in maintaining cosmic order. Human labour nourishes the gods, because of the nature of sacrifices, food, which is ritually burned, the smoke ascending to heaven. To survive in the world, men supply the gods with sacrifices and honour.
For a time, the world seems to exist in full harmony; the work and sacrifices of men enable the gods to live. But centuries go past, mankind becomes more numerous, and the noise it makes bothers the great god Enlil: '1200 years had not yet passed, when the land extended and the people multiplied. The land was bellowing like a bull. The god got disturbed with their uproar. Enlil heard their noise and addressed the great gods: "The noise of mankind has become too intense for me, with their uproar I am deprived of sleep… Let there be a plague"' (Lambert & Millard, 1999, I: 67, ll. 352-60) .
Three episodes precede that of the Flood. Each time, men prevent the god Enlil from sleeping because of their noise. Bothered and angry, he tries to reduce their number by sending a natural disaster (famine or plague). To avoid this series of plagues, men do not try to appease Enlil or cut down on the noise they make. Instead, with abundant sacrifices, they appease the god responsible for inflicting misfortune. This manoeuvre has the desired effect; the famine or the plague ceases, and the balance of things is restored. However, Enlil still cannot sleep because of the noise of mankind. Exasperated, he gives full vent to his fury. This is portrayed in the myth as entirely legitimate, because he can find rest neither by day nor by night from human noise. The Flood is the final result of Enlil's wrath, and the devastation it causes reflects the intensity of that wrath. The Flood might be termed the gods' weapon of mass destruction; it is unleashed only after a crisis session of the gods where consensus is achieved on its use.
The universal Flood arrives; clouds gather in the sky, winds blow, and the rumble of thunder is heard. The voice of Adad, the thunder god, is heard in the skies: 'The appearance of the weather changed, and Adad roared in the clouds. As soon as he heard Adad's voice, pitch was brought for him to close his door. After he had bolted his door, Adad was roaring in the clouds, the wind became savage as he arose' (Lambert & Millard, 1999, III: ii, ll. 48-54) . How ironic it seems that the noise originating the disaster also characterizes the disaster itself: divine anger becomes a dull roar that is compared by the myth makers to the bellowing of a bull.
The Mesopotamian myth goes on to explain the aftermath of the Flood and the origin of inevitable events such as human mortality. In the story, which has obvious Biblical and Greek parallels, one man and his wife survive the cataclysm. Warned in a dream by Enki/Ea, the god of arts and crafts, of the divine decision and the wrath to come, this man constructs an ark. When the waters subside, he makes a sacrifice to the gods, who, starving, gather round him --remember that men were created to feed the gods. Appeased at first, the gods then realize to their displeasure that a human has survived. They ask who of their number has betrayed the oath of secrecy with which the council of the gods had bound themselves; Enki/Ea comes forward to justify himself. The gods conclude that they need mankind for their own survival, but something still has to be done to reduce the noise. To prevent mankind from ever becoming extinct but still never too numerous, the gods decide to make human life short, and decree the occurrence of such things as sterility in women and infant mortality.
The noise made by men has a great power, as we are reminded by ritual noise-making to pre-empt misfortune in many different cultures elsewhere in the world. In Vietnam, fragments of lunar and solar mythologies (taken from different regions) present sun and moon as two sisters who are both married to the same bear. Lunar and solar eclipses are regarded as indicating sexual intercourse between the bear and one of his wives. The eclipse is also associated with misfortunes such as famine and the failure of the harvest. Accordingly the people try to separate the bear from his spouses by sounding gongs and drums, and beating rice mortars and pestles together (Bonnefoy, 1981: 204) .
Thus a natural phenomenon is explained by a myth according to which the action of men -separating the bear from his spouses -can change the course of events, thus giving them some control over the situation. This communal noise-making at the time of an eclipse is also found among native peoples of the Americas, as was noted by Lévi-Strauss (1964) ; he compares this ritual activity to the charivari of Old World folklore, where such occurrences as the marriage of a young person to someone much older are satirized by a concert of pots and pans beaten by villagers on the wedding night. Lévi-Strauss points out that both the eclipse and the charivari noise-making are counter-measures against disruptions of the established order of things --in one case, disruption of the cosmic order; in the other case, disruption of the social order.
To return to the Flood and other disaster myths of Antiquity, divine punishment is the most frequent explanation. In the Greek Flood myth, Zeus (Jupiter) decides to destroy mankind because he is angry at their misdeeds. Ovid, in the first book of the Metamorphoses (vv. 160ff), reports why the waters are about to submerge the earth: 'But that race too was contemptuous of the gods, bloodthirsty and violent: They were clearly sons of blood.' Jupiter can no longer stand it, and, visiting the earth, he finds his worst suspicions confirmed: 'I slipped down from the heights of Olympus and travelled the earth, disguised as a human being. It would take too long to relate in detail all the corruption I found and where I found it: The truth was worse than what I have heard' (Metamorphoses, I, .
However, Prometheus passes on the warning to his son Deucalion, who builds an ark and escapes the general destruction along with his wife Pyrrha, eventually coming to rest on Mount Parnassus when the waters subside.
Greek myth knows another Flood story, the submerging of Atlantis, which is similar in motif to the earlier one. In the Critias, Plato recounts how Atlantis, once so virtuous, disappeared beneath the waves after a series of earthquakes. It was to Poseidon, god of the sea, that the isle of Atlantis fell, when the world was divided among the gods. There he established his children by a mortal woman (Plato, Critias, .
However, the divine spark in them diminished because of frequent mixing with the mortal element, so that in the end human characteristics predominated, and the inhabitants of Atlantis behaved sinfully. Zeus resolved to punish them in order to restore them to wisdom. The rest of the story is reported in the Timaeus:
But at a later time there occurred portentous earthquakes and floods, and one grievous day and night befell them, when the whole body of your warriors was swallowed up by the earth, and the island of Atlantis in like manner was swallowed up by the sea and vanished; wherefore also the ocean at that spot has now become impassable and unsearchable, being blocked up by the shoal mud which the island created as it settled down. (Plato, Timaeus, 25d) Other examples of disasters are plentiful in the literature of Antiquity. In Genesis, we hear of the men of Babel, who tried to adorn their city with a tower going up to heaven and were dispersed from their city and cursed with speaking different, mutually incomprehensible languages as God's punishment for their presumption. From Homer's Iliad we know of the fall and destruction of Troy: some of the Olympian gods favoured the city, some opposed it, and eventually Troy fell to its enemies. In ancient Mesopotamia, the fall of cities gave rise to a special Sumerian literary genre, lamentations for cities (Akkad, Nippur, Sumer and Ur, for example). All the gods abandon the doomed city one by one, and left without protection, it is devastated by the enemy: 'She left the city, returning to her home. Holy Inana abandoned the sanctuary of Agade like someone abandoning the young women of her woman's domain. Like a warrior hurrying to arms, she removed the gift of battle and fight from the city and handed them over to the enemy' ( Bottero & Kramer, 1989: 121, ll. 60-5) .
Myth and the search for meaning
Myth arises to explain a situation, a social behaviour or a religious act (Rudhardt, 1981) . It matters little if it has a historical basis; that is beside the point. The value of a myth is not its objective content but the subjective experience it codifies. Myth signifies the timeless present, and shows man in relation to the theme of the story. The primary function of myth is to impart meaning, by bringing together the divine, nature and man (Rudhardt, 2006) . Myth gives answers to the great questions in life, and helps man understand his relationship to his world. The most important of these questions is the place of man in the universe: Why was he created? By whom? For what purpose? To the ancient world, it was a foregone conclusion that man was created by higher beings. The great myths endeavoured to explain how and why.
We have already mentioned the meaning-giving function of myth. One central mechanism at work in the construction of meaning is that of inference, and thus prediction of the consequences of intentions and events. Throughout history and across cultures, myths have codified the mechanisms supposed to explain the world in terms of the goals and actions of gods and men. The prime example in our ancient civilizations is the explanation for the annual appearance of plants and crops, and the cycle of the seasons. The Homeric hymn to Demeter records the Greek explanation for this. Demeter's daughter Persephone was picking flowers when the earth opened and Hades, lord of the dead, appeared. Ignoring her cries, he carried her off to the Underworld to be his wife. Demeter, hearing the cries, went looking for her daughter. After various happenings, Zeus, father of the gods, intervened in response to Demeter's urging. He sent Hermes, messenger of the gods, to Hades, to tell him to return Persephone to her mother. Hades let her go, but insisted that she had become his wife and taken up residence in the Underworld because she ate of a pomegranate, the food of the dead. A compromise was reached: 'Zeus, heavy-thundering and mighty-voiced ... agreed that the daughter would spend one-third of the revolving year in the misty dark, and the two-thirds with her mother and the other immortals' (Foley, 1994: ll. 460-5) .
The yearly return of Persephone symbolizes the Spring and the return of vegetation. Such attempts to explain natural phenomena are not confined to Ancient Greece. In ancient Mesopotamia, for example, summer drought was explained by the following story. Visiting her sister Ereshkigal, the queen of the Underworld, the goddess Inana/Ištar was held a prisoner. Ereshkigal agreed to free her on condition that she found herself a replacement. This turned out to be Dumuzi, the husband of Inana/Ištar, because, on returning from her long absence in the Underworld, instead of finding him in mourning, Inana/Ištar saw him enjoying himself. Dumuzi spends six months among the dead, the other six being put in by his sister Geštinanna. Dumuzi's Underworld stay corresponds to the height of summer in Mesopotamia, when vegetation is dried and seared by the sun (Bottero & Kramer, 1989: vv. 390-3) .
Myth depends on a fundamental feature of the human mind, namely the tendency to infer meaning and to attribute meaning to natural phenomena, thus establishing a link between the actions of gods and men. One important aspect of this is the perception and attribution of causality, which results in feelings of responsibility or expectations arising from actions. Modern psychology has convincingly shown that automatic attribution of cause is one of the main determinants of what human beings can feel in terms of emotion. It has been shown experimentally that humans tend to interpret movements of inanimate objects by attributing cause and intention to them, although it may make no logical sense (Heider, 1944) . This finding opened up a whole new field of study. Research and theorizing about perception and attribution of cause and its influence on expressions, judgements and decision-making as well as behaviour, now make up a whole literature (e.g. Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Harvey, Ickes & Kidd, 1981; Hewstone, 1983) . There is a strong human tendency to search for and identify causes in such a way as to make the world more predictable and give at least a subjective impression of control over events. It seems reasonable to suppose that this tendency is crucial to a perception of the logical order of things and the 'rightness' of the result or the consequences of action.
The human mind is a formidable machine for assigning meaning to events in day-to-day life. Information that stimulates our sensory receptors gets referred back to memory storage from earlier experience linked to our knowledge of the world, so as to construct a meaningful interpretation. This 'construction of meaning' represented a breakthrough in the evolution of consciousness. It allowed man to forecast and plan, going beyond the here and now. Animals are also capable of interpreting events and predicting their consequences, but the mechanisms involved are more rudimentary and are more firmly based on learning. In most of the animal world, in fact, these mechanisms are fairly rigid and dependent on the immediate context. The human mind is probably the only biological entity capable of going beyond previous experience and familiar context, because it can extrapolate and invent, thus leading to innovative behaviour. The principal indication of this human capacity is, in fact, to be found in the construction of religion, mythology and systems of belief, which tell stories about the origin of the world and the place of man in creation.
Coming back to the experience of natural disaster, such supernatural attributions do not just help human beings to infer representations explaining why the disaster happened; they also give a feeling of control, allowing the development of appropriate reaction to the disaster, in order to counter it or at least limit its impact. Sacrifices or other rites to appease the gods provide one example of trying to control disasters -by preventing any repetition of them.
The psychological background: cause, effect and 'rightness'
Whether there is an innate propensity in human beings or not, the young child soon learns that all his actions have immediate effects. Children also learn very quickly to construct models of causation to account for the effects produced by the actions of other people or inanimate forces (Piaget, 1927) . There is at an early stage a welldeveloped appreciation of the link of cause and effect, including the idea that a certain action will fairly systematically produce the same results in the inanimate world as well as in interaction with other children or adults. While these links may not be formalized in human thinking (although the idea is to be found in germ in Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics), it is reasonable to assume that the linking of cause and effect is subject to a rule of proportion. That is to say, actions are proportionate to the effects produced. (In a way, this is an extension of the 'conservation of energy' principle to the domain of perception.) If a child hits his rubber toy hard, he expects there to be more and deeper marks on it than if he hit it just lightly. He expects results linked to the initial action -blows in this case -because he knows there is a proportional relationship between cause and effect.
In fact, the human tendency to expect an effect proportionate to its cause could be the ultimate origin of our perception of justice. 1 Interestingly, even at this elementary level, we find a link between the subject's actions and the emotions he feels. Modifications of behaviour are quite strong when feelings of injustice arise in interpersonal interaction (see Mikula, 1986 Mikula, , 1987 Mikula, Petri & Tanzer, 1990) , notably those feelings we call frustration and disappointment. For animals with a well-developed central nervous system as well as for humans, the failure of expected effects to appear -especially after an effort has been made -produces feelings of frustration, even aggression (see Baron, 1977; Mikula, Scherer & Athenstaedt, 1998) . The application of this in social interaction is clear. Any action that one expects will have an effect on another person may be regarded as an investment. The result is expected to be in proportion to the cause. If I hit my brother good and hard, I can expect a few hard blows in return, and if I give him some of my candy, I will expect him to give me something of his. We are on familiar ground here, since anthropologists and sociologists have identified norms of reciprocity at work in human interaction (Gouldner, 1960; Mauss, 1965) . This is a recurrent idea in human societies, as indicated by the Latin tag do ut des ('I give, that you may give'). Theories of exchange (i.e. Homans, 1961) and theories of equity have tried to specify the psychological dynamics underlying these expectations and the reciprocal nature of human exchanges.
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For human beings, experiencing the cause-and-effect link and rules of proportionality seems to be enough to establish expectations about exchange and equity. Thus expectations and 'rights' are inferred from events and actions. Depending on our previous experience, we feel entitled to hold particular expectations as regards the consequences of an event or action. Violations of such 'rights' can be seen as injustice, which will trigger a strong negative emotional reaction.
The mechanisms we propose here are reasonable enough, but it is not easy to test them scientifically, for two reasons. First, initial situations (the origin of relations between expectations and actions, depending on our individual history) vary to a considerable extent. Second, the evaluation of initial situations and their effects -these reasons being linked in complex ways -is a highly subjective business. The lack of predictive power in models accounting for these relations between evaluation of the initial situation and its effects is due to the very nature of the phenomenon: perceived 'right' is a hope or an expectation and is thus necessarily subjective and individual.
Appraising disaster
Having considered the emotional responses underlying cause, effect and 'rightness', we are now in a position to try to analyse typical emotional reactions to natural disaster. In accord with several recent theories of emotion (see Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003 , for a review), we regard emotional processes as the result of cognitive evaluations or 'appraisals'. Psychological research has developed theories whereby the origin and differentiation of emotions can be explained and tested. Emotions are regarded by 'appraisal' theorists as the results of a subjective process of evaluation that takes place in the context of a particular situation or event. Magda Arnold (1960) was the first to use the term 'appraisal' to refer to a cognitive evaluation process generating emotion. For her, appraisal is the initial process in a particular temporal sequence leading to an emotion. We quickly 'size up' the situation before responding to it emotionally. Arnold's work encouraged psychologists to link biological data with subjective psychological experience. The appraisal notion evolved further in the work of Lazarus (1966) , who proposed a model linking the person to the situation or event. His research, which dealt with stress, prompted him to develop his theory of an appraisal process having two components: a primary process involving the meaning of a situation or event for the needs and goals of the person in question, and a secondary process involving the person's capacity to deal with that event or its consequences. Later work (Roseman, 1984; Scherer, 1984; Frijda, 1986 ) studied the appraisal process in greater detail, proposing more complex models to account more precisely for the differentiation of emotions in individuals.
Theorists of appraisal currently agree on several points. Cognitive evaluation is seen as a determining factor in the differentiation of emotions. The subjective interpretation of the person involved plays a crucial role. Time factors are important in the development of an emotion. And finally, cognitive evaluation processes take precedence. The idea of cognitive appraisal as a process triggering emotions is supported by the findings of numerous 'verbal-report' or questionnaire-type studies as well as by peripheral physiological measurements. Our research suggests that there is a series of sequential 'checks', each of these contributing to the differentiation of emotions, depending on the person, circumstances, events or situations. According to our theoretical approach, there are four major kinds of cognitive appraisal: appraisal of the relevance of an event; then appraisal of its consequences; determining how much it can be controlled; and determining its meaning for the norms or ethical rules of the individual and his or her social environment (Scherer, 2001) .
The need for meaning and coherence on the part of the human mind gives rise to appraisals which attribute meaning to what is inexplicable, given the information available. Such appraisals swing into action following an event like a natural disaster. Notwithstanding the increasing use of the word 'disaster' in trivial senses in everyday language, we will consider only real disasters such as floods, forest fires and earthquakes, and the like. Events like these trigger appraisals immediately and automatically. The situation is new, highly disagreeable, and obstructive to man's basic survival needs. Such appraisals may happen very quickly at the cerebral level; in less than one second, a large number of appraisals can be carried out by our central nervous system, creating a representation of the event and its consequences (Scherer, 2005) . Appraisals can be made without the person being subjectively aware of them (for a detailed description see Sander, Grandjean & Scherer, 2005) . We have also found that cognitive appraisals are organized sequentially at the cerebral level (Grandjean, 2005) . Information will first be processed unconsciously, triggering rapid reactions at the cerebral and peripheral levels. Then, by a process of capture of attention, the information is processed more thoroughly and therefore at more complex levels of representation (Sander, Grandjean & Scherer, 2005; Vuilleumier, 2005) . Later, information is processed at an even higher level of the cognitive system in the brain, involving associative networks of the temporal neocortex and anterior regions. This information-processing links cause and effect together with appraisal of causality, expectations, ability to cope with the situation and its consequences, as well as equity or morality in terms of perceived 'rights' or 'justice'. The total of these appraisals gives meaning to the present situation and guides preparations for adequate coping behaviour -possibly with a view to preventing further occurrences of such events.
Taking the blame
Suppose you are walking along a mountain trail and a clump of earth suddenly falls on you from above. After an immediate defensive reaction, you begin to scan the environment for information about the cause. Who or what was responsible for this clump of earth falling? Was it the wind, or a person? If the latter, was it intentional or accidental? You will also review your ability to cope with the situation (If it was the wind, how can I protect myself from falling objects? If it was a person, am I able to deal with further attacks and with this person?). Finally, you will wonder if there was any moral justification for the action (Did I deserve to have a clump of earth thrown at me because of what I did to the other person?).
So much for the response to unexpected, traumatic but fairly localizable events. When it comes to natural disasters -overwhelming events on a much larger scale -there is a problem for the scientific explanation of emotion which involves predicting human reactions and the automatic appraisals implicit in them. It is this: the cause of a natural disaster cannot be directly deduced from the situation or those involved in it. There is a cognitive gap, a difficulty in making sense of what is happening in terms either of causality or equity, or indeed of the consequences. Human agency can hardly be involved in the case of a major natural disaster. Yet human cognition needs to understand and give meaning to events in life, as we saw earlier, so it will look for explanations in an effort to retain at least some feeling of control over the situation. This need to attribute cause and intention to an overwhelming event gives rise to supernatural explanations and beliefs, which allow meaning to be given to disasters and thus some control regained. Perhaps (thought ancient man) we can manage to appease the gods with a sacrifice! It is clear that reactions to disaster, with a view to limiting the damage or preventing a recurrence, depend largely on the identification of a causal agent and the perception of the disastrous event as being 'justified'. In the Flood stories, there is always a moral justification for divine wrath. Mankind merit their fate, because of their unacceptable actions and their unwillingness to mend their wicked ways. The repentance and expiation required involve a series of rites and sacrifices to avert further disasters. In other cases, and other cultures, however, a misfortune may appear morally unjust and due to ill-will. In one intercultural study, which included 39 different countries of the world, we found that causal attributions were culturally determined (Scherer, 1997) . In African countries, unfavourable events were more likely to be evaluated in terms of immorality, injustice and attribution to a malevolent outside agency. The Africans in various countries had a tendency to attribute misfortunes in life to outside agents who were hostile or unjust.
Anthropologists (Gray, 1963; Marwick, 1965: 281) have discussed the impact of belief in witchcraft and magic on the links between morality and causal explanation. Belief in witchcraft and magic seems to lead to an assumption of outside agency, particularly in the case of negative events like illness or death of family members (Anderson & Kanyana, 1996) . Clearly the attribution of responsibility for disasters to malevolent agents would lead to action and behavioural responses radically different from those in monotheistic or polytheistic cultures. In these latter cultures, the wrath of God or the gods would be seen as legitimate and a just response to the evil deeds of mankind, or of particular men. The Bible tells of King David's adulterous involvement with Uriah's wife Bathsheba, and what Nathan the prophet told him:
'Now therefore … your family shall never again have rest from the sword' … David said to Nathan, 'I have sinned against the Lord'. Nathan answered him, 'The Lord has laid on another the consequences of your sin: you shall not die, but, because in this you have shown your contempt for the Lord, the boy that will be born to you shall die.' When Nathan had gone home, the Lord struck the boy whom Uriah's wife had borne to David, and he was very ill … On the seventh day the boy died. (2 Samuel, 12, (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) In the monotheistic world of the Bible, the illness or death of family members is likely to be a punishment from God. In a society with animistic beliefs, it is likely to be the effect of a curse laid by an enemy. The belief in witchcraft and magic, once strong in Africa, is declining, but its impact on the organization of links between causality, morality and negative events may remain significant for the younger generation. Even if beliefs change, appraisal biases may persist due to the importance of such belief systems for the organization of social relations. This illustration of the link between belief systems and appraisal bias (Douglas, 1970; Middleton, 1989) points to the value of an interdisciplinary approach to such phenomena, involving collaboration between psychology, sociology, anthropology and history of religions. While emotional mechanisms and their biological, particularly cerebral, substrate are of great interest for understanding how an emotion is triggered as well as for bodily responses contributing to the emotional process, individual beliefs and social and cultural context also need to be considered for a full understanding of these phenomena. Cognitive appraisal bias is an important concept enabling emotion to be studied at different levels, from the neurological to the cultural. Monotheistic, polytheistic and animistic religious beliefs may result in a cognitive appraisal bias that is different in each case. Whether people attribute conspicuous misfortune to hostile outside agency or to divine retribution will result in very different behavioural reactions to similar events.
Cognitive appraisal bias of the kind we have been discussing determines the emotional responses of different groups, depending on their culture and on their system of values and beliefs. Interdisciplinary inquiry involving psychology and the human sciences disciplines concerned with man's ancient past is likely to add to our knowledge of these deep-rooted biases. Already, in fact, a considerable amount of research in psychology has concerned itself with cognitive appraisal bias and individual differences in attribution of external or internal causes (see van Reekum & Scherer, 1997) . Even in everyday life, some of us tend to attribute problems to outside agency and thus to blame or criticize other people, while others have the opposite tendency: they attribute the causes of negative things to their own responsibility, blaming themselves even where it would seem objectively that the cause lies elsewhere.
In past centuries in the Old World and even in the New, belief in witchcraft as a cause of individual and communal misfortune had terrible results, which have been well documented. The belief in divine retribution as the cause of natural disasters lasted even longer. It is still far from dead. The first articulate challenge to this belief was Voltaire's famous poem about the Lisbon earthquake. In 1755, the city of Lisbon was all but demolished by a powerful earthquake, which caused loss of life in the tens of thousands. It was commonplace at the time to regard this disaster as God's punishment for the wrongdoing of the citizens. Even the Enlightenment intelligentsia was shaken in its optimism -including Voltaire himself. In his long Poem on the Lisbon Disaster; Or an Examination of the Axiom, 'All is Well' Voltaire eloquently expresses the entire gamut of emotions a natural disaster evokes in the victims and also in those who only hear about it. He considers the conventional religious wisdom that the disaster was an example of divine retribution. But, asks Voltaire, was Lisbon really any worse in its immorality than other great cities?
Did fallen Lisbon deeper drink of vice Than London, Paris, or sunlit Madrid? In these, men dance; at Lisbon yawns the abyss. (Voltaire, 1912) After Voltaire's time, the belief in disasters as being sent by divine retribution declined in the Western world. By no means completely, however. Take the hurricane Katrina disaster in the southern United States in 2005. An Internet search for links between hurricane Katrina and divine punishment shows this kind of belief well represented in American society. Religious fundamentalists advance the hypothesis that this natural disaster was sent by God to indicate his displeasure to a sinful people, and to New Orleans in particular, because of its Mardi Gras and other heathen festivals. Another theory on the hurricane sees it as vengeance for Washington's support of the removal of Jewish colonists from the Gaza Strip:
At least one New Orleans-area resident believes God created the storm as punishment because of the recent role the United States played in expelling Jews from Gaza. On Sunday evening, Bridgett Magee of Slidell, La., told the Christian website Jerusalem Newswire that she saw the hurricane 'as a direct coming back on us [for] what we did to Israel: a home for a home.' Stan Goodenough, a website columnist, described Katrina as 'the fist of God' in a Monday column. 'What America is about to experience is the lifting of God's hand of protection; the implementation of His judgment on the nation most responsible for endangering the land and people of Israel', Goodenough writes: 'The Bible talks about Him shaking His fist over bodies of water, and striking them'. (Caldwell, n.d.) There are even new disaster myths in the making, it seems, arising from consciousness of the world's environmental problems and a kind of personification of the Earth:
Meanwhile, spiritual and political environmentalists say that massive hurricanes such as Katrina, along with the Asian tsunami, are messages from the earth, letting humanity know of the earth's pain. These hurricanes are caused by global warming, environmentalists say, which are the result of using too much fossil fuel. (Caldwell, n.d.) When it comes to natural disaster, the tendency to seek explanations of the inexplicable in terms of supernatural agency seems to be deeply rooted in the human mind. In this article, we have tried to suggest a major psychological mechanism underlying this tendency, which is usually studied from the point of view of anthropology and the history of religions. The fact that natural disasters regularly recur in a world now faced with the unpredictability of climatic change is likely to keep ancient myths alive and even create new versions of them in a never-ending cycle as man struggles to survive in a world not of his own making.
